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PHILOSOPHICAL 



TRANSACTIONS. 



XIII. An Account of the Tabajheer. In a Letter from Patrick 
Ruffell, M. D. F. R. S. to Sir Jofeph Banks, Bart. 
P. R.S. 



Read March ii, 1790. 

S I R, 

SHOULD the following remarks on the Tabafheer, a medi- 
cine in high repute in many parts of the Eaft, appear 
deferving a place in the Tranfa&ions, you will do me the 
honour to prefent them, together with the accompanying fpe- 
mens, to the Society. 

This drug was, I believe, firft introduced to the knowledge 

of the weftern world through the works of the Arabian phy- 
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274 -Dr. Russell** Account 

ficians, all of whom mention it as an important article in their 
Materia Medica; and, from what I could obferve in Syria, it 
ftill continues to be in much more general ufe in Turkey than 
in this part of India. 

To the Arabs and Turks it is known under the name of 
Tabafheer only; at leaft I never heard any other- name given 
to it in Syria, nor even at Conftantinople ; under that name 
alfo it is mentioned by the Arabian writers. 

In this country, befides that of Tabafheer, which they had 
from the Perfians, it is known under feveral other names. 

In the Gentoo language it is called Vedroo-paloo, Bamboo- 
milk ; in the Malabar, Mungel Upooy Salt of Bamboo ; and in 
the Warriar, FedrooCarpooram, Bamboo Camphor. 

Don Garzia dall' Horto has long ago expofed a dangerous 
error, common to the old tranflators of the Arabian writers, 
refpe&ing this drug. In the Latin verfions of Rhazis and 
Avicenna, Tabafheer is conftantly rendered Spodium; and 
this interpretation has been adopted by moft of the fubfequent 
tranflators of other Arabian medical writers. 

The late Mr. Channing, when engaged in the tranflation 
of Rhazis on the Small-pox, applied to me, then in Syria, 
for fuch information as I might be able to collect on the fub- 
jecl: of Tabafheer at Aleppo. I accordingly tranfmitted to him 
various fpecimens of the drug, together with feveral extracts 
relative to it, from books found in the Aleppo libraries. Some 
of thofe fpecimens differed confiderably from thole now laid 
before the Society ; and, from what I have had occafion to ob- 
ferve during my refidence here, I am convinced, much of the 
drug commonly vended in Turkey is fi&itious or adulterated. 

Having none of the Arabian medical writers at hand, I can- 
not pretend to ftricT: accuracy j but, to the beft of my recol- 
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of the Tabajheer. $yc 

lection, they generally agree in the Tabafheer being a pro- 
duction of the Indian reed ; more efpecially of fuch as have 
fuffered from fire, kindled by the friction of the reeds one 
againft the other ; an accident fuppofed to happen frequently in 
the dry feafon, among the hills, where the bamboo forms vaft 
and impenetrable thickets. 

Several of the mountaineers, with whom I have converfed 
on the fubject, affirm, that the bamboo is not the only tree 
fubject to accidental ignition by friction, and named one or 
two other trees liable to the fame accident ; but added, they 
never looked for Tabafheer in the half- burnt fragments of the 
bamboo, though they doubted not it might fometimes be found 
there as well as in others. 

The genuine Tabafheer is undoubtedly a production of the 
Arundo Bambos of Linn^us, the Ily of the Hortus Mala- 
baricus, and the Arundo Indica arborea maxima, cortice fpi- 
fiofo, of Herman. It is no lefs certain, that fire is not a ne- 
ceffary agent in its production, whether the conflagrations in 
the mountains jufl now mentioned be reckoned fabulous or 
not. 

The bamboo in which the Tabafheer is found is vulgarly 
called the Female Bamboo, and is diftinguifhed by the large- 
nefs of its cavity from the male, employed for "(pears or 
lances. They are faid to be feparate trees; but this fact I 
have not had it in my power to afeertain. 

Of the feven pieces of bamboo which accompany this Pa- 
per, four are from the mountains in the vicinity of Vellore, 
and three from a place twenty miles from hence. The former 
were perfectly green on their arrival at Madras ; and the others 
were fekcted from a large parcel, which were green alfo when 
they came to my hands. Thefe were all felected on a con* 
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276 Dr. Russell's Account 

je&ure of their containing Tabafheer, from a certain rattling 
perceived upon making the bamboo, as if fmall ftones were 
contained in the cavity. 

This, by the natives, is confidered as an • indication of Ta- 
bafheer being contained in one or more joints of the bamboo, 
and they are feldom difappointed ; but it does not always fol- 
low, that there is no Tabafheer where a rattling is not per- 
ceptible; for, upon fplitting a number of reeds, it was fome- 
times remarked, that where the quantity of the drug was in- 
confiderable, it was found adhering fo clofely to the fides of the 
cavity, as to prevent any rattling from being perceived upon 
fhaking. In general, however, the rule of the natives for 
choofing the bamboos proved a good one. 

In the month of April, one of the bamboos, confiding of 
fix joints, received from Velio re, being cautioufly fplit, each 
joint was examined feparately. In two of them no veftige of 
the drug was difcovered ; each of the others contained fome, 
but in various quantity; the whole colledled amounted to about 
twenty-feven grains. 

The quality alfo was various. The particles reckoned of the 
firfl quality were of a bluifh white colour, refembling fmall 
fragments of fhells ; they were harder than the others, but 
might eafily be crumbled between the fingers into a gritty pow- 
der, and when applied to the tongue and palate had a flight 
faline teftaceous tafte: they did not exceed in weight four 
grains. The reft were of a cineritious colour, rough on the 
furface, and more friable ; and intermixed with thefe were fbme 
larger, light, fpongy particles, fomewhat refembling pumice- 
fbnes. It is probable, that the Arabs, from thefe appearances 
of the drug, were led into the opinion already mentioned of 
its produ&ion. 

The 
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The two middle joints were of a pure white colour within, 
and lined with a thin film ; it was in thefe chiefly the Ta- 
bafheer was found. The others, particularly the two upper 
joints, were difcoloured within, and in fome parts of the 
cavity was found a blackifh fubftance in grains or in powder 
adhering to the fides, the film being there obliterated. In two 
or three of the joints, a fmall round hole Was found at top and 
bottom, which feemed to have been perforated by fome 
infe£t. 

In the month of July, forty-three green bamboos, each 
confifting of five or fix joints, were brought from the hills 
fifty miles diftant from hence. Six, appearing to contain more 
Tabafheer than the others, were fet apart ; the remaining 
thirty-feven were fplit and examined in the manner before- 
mentioned. The refult was as follows. 

In nine out of the thirty-feven there were no veftiges of 
Tabafheer. In twenty-eight fome were found in one, two, or 
three joints of each ; but never in more than three joints of 
the fame bamboo. The quantity varied, but in all was incon- 
fiderable ; and the empty joints were fometimes contiguous, 
fometimes interrupted, indifferently. 

The drug confifls of very diffimilar particles at firfr. when 
taken from the bamboo, as will appear in looking into the 
fmall fpecimen, N° 1.; which, having collected myfelf, lam 
certain has undergone no adulteration. 

The whiter, fmooth, harder particles, when not loofe toge- 
ther with the others in the cavity, were moftly found adher- 
ing to the feptum that divides the joints, and to the fides con- 
tiguous ; but never to the fides about the middle of the joints ; 
and it may be remarked, that, inftead of being chiefly foundat 
the lower extremity of the joint, as might be expeded from 
2 the 
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the juice fettling there, they were found adherent indifferently 
to either extremity, and fometimes to both. In this fituation 
they formed a fmooth lining, fomewhat refembling polifhed 
ftucco, which ufually was cracked in feveral places, and might 
e.afity be detached with a blunt knife. 

In fome joints the Tabafheer was found thus collected atone 
or both extremities only, and in fuch no rattling was perceived 
upon making the bamboo ; but generally, while fome adhered 
to the extremities of the joint, other detached pieces were in- 
termixed with the coarfer loofe particles in the cavity. 

The quantity found in each bamboo was very inconfiderable; 
the produce of the whole twenty-eight reeds, from five to 
feven feet long, not much exceeding two drams. 

It is remarked by Garzius, that the Tabaflieeris not found 
in all bamboos, nor in all the branches indifcriminately ; but 
only in thofe growing about Bifnagur, Batecala, and one part 
of the Malabar Coaft. 

From the inconfiderable quantity procured from twenty- 
eight bamboos, it feems very probable, that, though not abfo- 
lutely confined to certain regions, it may be produced in greater 
abundance in fome foils than in others; but that, in all regions 
where the bamboo grows favourably, fome proportion of the 
drug will be found, however it may vary -in quality or quan- 
tity. 

Rumphius on this fubjecl: refers to Garzius, candidly ac- 
knowledging, that he had not himfelf had opportunities of 
making particular enquiry. I expect anfwers from Ceylon to 
fome queries fent thither fome time ago ; and, in refpeft to Bif- 
nagur, have been lately informed in a letter from Hydrabad, 
from a medical gentleman attending the prefent embafly to the 
Mizam, " That though Tabameer be in great requeft at Hy- 
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" drabad, and bears a high price, it is never brought thither 
" from Bifhagur ; that fome of what is found in the Bazars is 
" brought from the Atcour pafs in Canoul, and fome from 
" Emnabad at the diftance of about eighty miles to the N.W. ; 
" but that the greateft part comes from Mafulipatam. 

" That there are two forts fold in the Bazars ; one at the. 
" rate of a rupee a dram; the other, of inferior quality, at 
" half the price ; but that this is laid to be chiefly compofed 
" of burnt teeth and bones. 

" That he was informed by a Perfee, who had been in 
«' Bengal, that the Tabafheer was produced in great quantities 
" at Sylhet, where it fold by the pound from one rupee to one 
" and a half, and formed a coufiderable article of trade from 
" Bengal to Perfia and Arabia." 

N° 3. is a fpecimen of the prime fort from Hydrabad. It 
differs materially from the others, not only in its fuperior 
whitenefs, and the being lefs mixed with impure particles ; 
but in the being much harder than the pureft particles of my 
fpecimens, much heavier, and hardly in any degree friable to 
the finger. 

Submitting the fpecimens to examination, I refrain from 
experiments on them which may more fuccefsfully be made in 
England, and (hall proceed to offer a few obfervations on the 
juice of therecent bamboo fuppofed to form the Tabafheer. 

Rumphius remarks in Amboina, '^Juniores arundines ple- 
** rumque in inferioribus fuis nodis femi-repletas utcunque funt 
" lympida aqua potabili, quae hifce in terris fenfim evanefcit, 
*« in aliis vero regionibus exficcatur in fubftantiam albam et 
" calceam, quae Tabaxir vocatur." 

Garzius gives an account fomewhat different from this. I 
am obliged to cite from an Italian tranflation. «' Fra tutti 
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" gli intermezzi de' nodi, fi genera mi certo liquore dolce 
" e groftb, e ridotto in guifa- di farina d' amido, e della iftefla 
« 4 bianchezza, et alle volte fe'ne genera affai, alle volte poco, 
" ma non tutte le canne, ne meno tutti i rami generano tale 
" humore. ..... Quefto liquore dopo d' effere apprefo, 

" moftra d' effere di color nero, over cinericcio, e non percio 
" e tenuto per trifto, imperoche quefto avviene, 6 perche fia 
" troppo humido, 6 perche fia ftatolungo tempo nel legno rin- 
" chiufo, fi come s' hanno penfato alcuni : conciofia che in molti 
" rami, che non fono ftati toccati dal fuoco, in travenga quefto *.'* 

The exiftence of this fluid in the bamboo is known by 
lhaking the joint. In a confiderable number of bamboos fplit 
in order to procure it, I never found water in more than two 
joints, and generally not more than two or three drams in 
each ; the largeft quantity procured at one time was one ounce 
and a half. Very few joints in proportion contained any. 

The fluid was always tranfparent, but varied in confiftence ; 
when thicker it had a whiter colour than common ; when 
more dilute it differed little to the eye from common water or 
fometimes had a pale greenifti caft. Applied to the tongue and 
palate, it had a flight faline, fub-aftringent tafte, more or lefs 
perceptible in proportion to the confiftence of the fluid. After 
evaporation in the fun, the refiduum had a pretty ftrong faline 
tafte, with lefs aftringency. Some of the fluid, of a darkifti 
colour, thickened in the reed to the confiftence of honey ; and 
fome, in another joint of the fame reed, was perfectly white and 
almoft dry : both had the (harp fait tafte, which the Tabafheer 
itfelf lofes in a great degree by keeping. 

From two green bamboos, each of five joints, which had 
been cut only a few days before, I procured above two ounces 

* CapitoloXII. 
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of fluid; it had a flight faline tafte, and in colour had a 
greenifh caft. 

One ounce was put into a phial, N° 1. and about ten- drams 
into another phial, N° 2. ; both were flopped with glafs stop- 
pers. After two days they had both depoiited a fmall fedi- 
ment ; but the fediment in N° 1. was three times more than 
that in the other. At the end of the week, the water in 
both was found fweet, and the fediment increafed, but moft 
in N° 1. 

At the end of a fortnight, the water in N° 1. had a fetid 
fmell, with a whitifh cottony fediment, and a thin film of 
the fame kind fuipended at top. The whole, well fhaken 
together, was poured into a glafs veflel, and left to evaporate 
flowly. The reiiduum confifted of fmall particles of a whitifli 
brown colour, refembling the inferior fort of Tabameer. 

The water in N° 2. had hardly any fetid fmell at this time ; 
and at the end of the month remained in the fame ftate : the 
fediment had increafed very little. 

The recent green bamboos, which, upon making, appeared 
to contain water in the cavity, loft this appearance after ft.an d- 
ing a few days, fome fooner, fome later. When fplit, after 
they no longer gave any found by making, fometirnes no fluid 
was found in the cavity, as if the whole had efcaped. The 
interior thin pellicle, however, was difcoloured, as if by recent 
moifture ; but generally fome of the fluid remained in a muci- 
laginous ftate, more or lefs thick, at the lower part of the 
joint. It may be remarked, that fmall, worms were fometirnes 
found in the fime joints with the water, which furvived feveral 
hours, fwimming about in the water after its extraction. 

In the latter end of October, a green bamboo of five joints 
was brought to me, which appeared to contain both water and 
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Tabaflieer. After three days, the found of water, upon fhaking 
the reed, could hardly be perceived ; on the fifth day it was 
iritirely imperceptible* 

Upon fplitting the bamboo, about half a dram of the fluid, 
now thickened into a mucilage, was found at the bottom of 
the upper joint. The fecond joint contained fome perfect Ta- 
baflieer loofe in the cavity. The third joint was empty, ex- 
cepting a few particles' of Tabaflieer, which adhered to the 
lides near the bottom. The fourth joint, at the bottom, con- 
tained above a dram of a brownifli pulpy fubftance, adherent. 
The lafr. joint, in like manner, contained half a dram of a 
fubftance thicker and harder in confidence, and nearly of the 
colour of white wax. 

This fpecimen exhibited at one view the progrefs of the Taba- 
iheer through its feveral ftages. The found diftinctly perceived 
in the firfi- joint on the 23d of 'October was produced by the 
water in a fluid ftate ; on the 31ft, having become thicker, the 
found, upon making, was very obfcure ; on the 2d of No- 
vember, no found was perceptible ; and when the reed was 
Iplit-, the water was found reduced to a mucilage. The fourth 
and fifth joints contained the drug in a more advanced ftate. 
In the firft, it was thicker than a mucilage of a brownifb. 
colour -, in the fecond, more of the fluid part having evapo- 
rated, the colour was whiter, and it wanted but little of the 
confidence of the perfect Tabaflieer found in the fecond joint. 

I am, &c. 

PAT. RUSSELL. 

Vizagapataro^ 
Nov, 26, j 788. 
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POSTSCRIPT. 

Weymouth Street, July 16, 1 79O. 

FOUR of the feven reeds prefented to the Society on the 
night this Paper was read, being carefully fplit, the contents, 
upon comparing them with the fpecimens fent from India, 
then on the table, were found to agree in all refpedts, as well 
as with the defcription of the more recent drug given in the 
above Paper. The fpecimen, N° 3* fent from Hydrabad, and 
reckoned the prime fort, differed fomewhat in hardnefs, as 
mentioned above, from the pureft particles in the Tabafheer 
collected by myfelf j but in the opinion of feveral of the 
Members prefent, who compared them, were the fame 
fubftance with the particles mixed, in a fmall proportion, 
in fome of the other fpecimens, as likewife with a few par- 
ticles taken from the reeds opened In their prefence ; which 
puts it beyond doubt, that the fubftance is produced in the 
cavity of the Bamboo. 

The feveral fpecimens are now under chemical trial ; and 
the refult of the experiments will, I hope, be communicated 
to the Society. 
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